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Portrait of a Peddler
by Enok Mortensen

Editors learn about potential articles in many
ways. Last spring my wife and I were participating in "volunteer week" at
the Danish Immigrant Archive - Dana College. During one of the twice
daily breaks for coffee and kringle, Marilyn Juul Hanson, a volunteer from
Cedar Falls, Iowa, shared some anecdotes about her great uncle, an
itinerant peddler named Jergen Juul. When I expressed an interest in the
story of Jergen Juul, Marilyn and her husband, Roger Hanson, a retired
professor of physics at the University of Northern Iowa, gave me a copy of
an article in English about the peddler written by Enok Mortensen and
published in Volume II (1946) of YULE, for many years the annual
Christmas publication of the Danish American Young People's League of
The Danish Evangelical Lutheran Church in America. Two days later we
stopped in Ames, Iowa, to visit with DAHS president Jim Iversen and his
wife, Marge. During a conversation over coffee about The Bridge, Jim
mentioned that he had been contacted by Inge Prytz Johnson, a federal
judge in Alabama and a new member of the DAHS board of directors.
Johnson had recently returned from visiting her mother in Denmark. While
there her mother had given her an article in Danish by Enok Mortensen
about Jergen Juul and explained that the peddler was Johnson's great
grandfather's brother. Shortly after her return from Denmark, Johnson had
written Iversen to see where she could find out more about the peddler.
What a strange coincidence. Within a short time period, two relatives of
Jergen Juul, each unknown to the other, had called him to the attention of
the DAHS nearly sixty years after Mortensen's article appeared. With this
in mind, I decided it was time to share Mortensen's poignant account of
Jergen Juul with the readers of The Bridge. One lesson of this story,
perhaps, is that time spent drinking coffee is not always wasted.
The Danish Immigrant Archive-Grand View College has a small
collection of materials, including several photographs, on Jergen Juul. I am
indebted to Archivist Sheri Kleinwort for her assistance and also wish to
thank Marilyn and Roger Hanson, Jim Iversen and Inge Prytz Johnson.
And, by the way, Marilyn Juul Hanson and Inge Prytz Johnson are looking
forward to a meeting sometime in the near future.
Editor's introduction:
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Author's introduction: The present article grew out of a desire to tell the

story of the most interesting immigrant whose path crossed mine. Since
1929, I have gathered letters, anecdotes, and data; and I have interviewed,
or corresponded with many people who knew him. Some of this material I
used in the writing of my play, Livets Lykke (1933). Some of it is used
here; but the full story is yet to be told. E. M.

It was almost Christmas and the little girl stared through the
window pane at the falling snowflakes and dreamed of Santa Claus.
Suddenly she saw him!
He was not as paunchy as she had imagined. But he had a full
white beard; his cheeks were red and his eyes were merry. And he
stooped under the load of a heavy knapsack. She watched him cross
the yard. He was coming to their house. She ran to the door and
opened it wide:
"How in the world did you know that we live here?" she gasped.
But her question was never answered; for it was not Santa Claus.
It was J0rgen Juul, come to peddle lace and needles and good books.
The little girl was too little to recognize him; but her parents knew
him. Thousands of Danish immigrants in the Middle West knew
him. Through nearly fifty years he had tramped from one DanishAmerican settlement to the next. He was a familiar sight, and a
welcome guest in lonely farm houses from Texas to Montana; never
seen east of Chicago, he traveled as far west as Washington and
California. He must have known more Danish immigrant families
than any other person. He once claimed to have slept in ten
thousand beds!
J0rgen Juul was born March 24, 1851 on the small island of Hjarn0,
in Horsens fjord. His father, a small landholder and a leader in
cultural and spiritual affairs, was instrumental in having Pastor Otto
M0ller visit the island to conduct services, and it was this
outstanding minister who confirmed J0rgen Juul. The boy was
apprenticed to a weaver, but secretly he longed to become a
missionary. He worked at his trade; he served his time in the army;
and he attended folk school in Gjaltrup. In 1874 he went to
Newcastle, England, to earn money for continued schooling, and to
learn languages.
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Here, in the church on the island of H;arne, Ter~en Tuul was baptized.

He found work with an importer of Danish cattle, but suspecting
his employer of dishonesty, he left him and went to work in a
factory. For two or three years he worked long days. At night he
attended school and studied English, French, Latin and Greek.
Exhausted from overwork, he was taken seriously ill. He had to
discontinue his studies, and the illness left him a hopeless
stammerer-a defect which was to haunt him all his life.
One night along the quay at Newcastle he gathered a crowd. He
prayed for a sign. Could God use him in spite of his defective
speech? He began boldly to preach, but soon he was stammering
hopelessly. People drifted off to assemble elsewhere. He followed
them, dejected yet curious. A dog had fallen into the harbor and lay
in the water splashing and howling. What right had he to seek the
ministry when he couldn't even hold his own-not even against a
yelping dog?
Yet he persisted. At Askov he took the course sponsored by the
Committee for Danish-American Missions. Classmates were P.
Kj01hode, P. S. Vig, and others who were to become prominent in
Danish-American church life. He was a good student, though odd
both in character and appearance; but his stammering was a serious
handicap. Forstander Schr0der advised him against the ministry.
Desperate, yet hopefully, he sought his beloved Pastor Otto M0ller
and asked his opinion. The learned man sadly quoted the ancient
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adage: "A dog which cannot bark and a preacher who cannot speak
are not worth their daily bread!"
It was disheartening; but J0rgen Juul was a Jyde. He refused to
give up. Perhaps he would improve; perhaps in America - ?
He arrived in Chicago in April, 1880 and found work in a hospital
and later with a Danish gardener on the South Side. In Mrs.
Rasmussen's boarding house on 36 th Street, he met P.S. Vig and
Laust Jensen, classmates from Askov.
The following spring he went to Gardner and Dwight [Illinois]
where he worked on farms, but he was restless and that Christmas
he traveled to Centerville, (Viborg}, South Dakota to visit his friend
S0ren Andersen.
There is no evidence that he ever formally asked for ordination.
Probably "Gamle" Nielsen, the ordainer, discouraged him; but I
have it on good authority that it was F.L. Grundtvig who urged him
to visit the scattered immigrants and to distribute good books. So, in
Dwight, Illinois, I believe, he began his unique ministry which was
to last almost half a century.
A huge knapsack on his
back, he trotted from
farm to farm, visiting
settlement after settlement. I doubt that he
ever spent a penny on
passenger trains. Sometimes he would catch a
free ride, tending stock on
a cattle train. Occasionally, he grabbed a lift with
a farmer, sharing a hard
plank on a creaky lumber
wagon, or with a pastor
calling
on
scattered
parishioners. Years later,
the automobile was to
TftJr~en Tuul about 1905
ease the hardships of his
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traveling. I wonder if J0rgen Juul may not rightly be called the first
hitch-hiker!1
At first he peddled books only. There were always good books:
Grundtvig's works, Otto M0ller's theological treatises, Fr. Nielsen's
Kirkehistorie. He lugged them all over the Middle West and
wondered sadly why people didn't buy them. And he grew
indignant when rural folks asked for lighter fare. He did finally
condescend to carry a few good novels, but cheap and sentimental
fiction he refused to touch. "My legs will not carry manure and
trash!" he declared.
But he had to make a
living; and so he added to his
stock a supply of lace,
handkerchiefs, needles, and
other notions. These things
sold well and he began to
prosper. Still, he stuck to his
wonted mode of travel and
used "the Apostle's horses."
He walked from West
Denmark to Askov, caught a
ride halfway to Neenah and
stomped on his feet the rest
of the way. Walked to Cedar
Falls, Fredsville, Hampton,
and Newell, jogged up to
Hutchinson, Alden, Carlston,
Sleepy Eye, and Tyler,
swung south into South
lerfZen fuul about 1925
Dakota,
Nebraska,
and
Kansas. I have yet to hear of a Danish settlement west of Chicago
that he has not visited at least once.
Of medium height, he was sparely built and stooped under the
weight of his heavy burden. He had a heavy crop of uncombed hair
and a full beard, once fiery red, now faded by wind and sun and
years to a graying blond. Most of us remember him wearing an
army uniform, purchased thriftily in an army store, and a soft,
slouchy hat with a wide brim. Dogs yapped furiously at his strange
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tramp, and women on lone farms watched cautiously behind
curtained window panes, as he crossed farmyards and knocked on
kitchen doors.
"Ar- are their Danish
people living here?"
"Yes," hesitantly from a
frightened women ambushed behind the kitchen door.
"This is J0rgen Juul the
peddler. May -may I come
in and show the womenfolk
some fineries?"
Once in the kitchen, he
would unbuckle and open
his knapsack while lone farm
women, starved for beauty
would stare, first cautiously,
then covetously, at the
unkempt peddler's display
of fine lace. (J0rgen Juul
ordered all his lace from
Marshall Fields. He is said
liiJr£en Tuul on horseback about 1928
to have been the only dealer
without an established place of business who Fields trusted with a
charge account.)
J0rgen Juul silently exhibited. With each piece of merchandise he
announced the price: "Five cents. Ten cents." And a little louder:
"Twenty-five cents!" But he neither haggled nor high-pressured
anyone. If anyone dared to touch his lace he told them gruffly to
keep hands off; if an eager child reached for the finely patterned
goods, he might get his fingers slapped. And if no one bought, he
silently packed his knapsack and closed it.
But he usually sold lace or handkerchiefs or notions; and
occasionally he did sell a book, much to his joy, even if the profits
were smaller on books. If people were poor but interested, he often
gave them a book.
The trading over, J0rgen Juul took off his heavy boots and made
himself at home. While the woman cooked supper, he told the latest
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news from other settlements, or he asked for the latest copy of
Dannevirke and perused it while filling the room with smoke from
his ever warm, and smelly pipe. If people had a new book, he
grabbed it and sat up half the night reading.
On Sundays, in outlying settlements with no pastor, he would
sometimes read a sermon, frequently of his own composition. Once,
in Nebraska, he was asked to preach in a church. He sat up all night
studying furiously. The church was packed with people, yet it was
very quiet when he entered the pulpit. The hymn ended and
everyone looked at him expectantly. He tried to speak. Not a word
came. Desperately he clung to the railing of the pulpit and stared
into a sea of swirling faces. No sound. At length he sank down
behind the paneled pulpit, hidden from view of the congregation,
and sobbed hysterically.
On another occasion he was more successful. He actually spoke,
and people listened. It was wonderful! Perhaps it was not too late
to ask for ordination. Then, suddenly, his throat parched and he
began to stammer hopelessly. It was pathetic, yet comical to hear
him stammer. People began to snicker and the meeting broke up in
a riot of uncontrollable laughter.
What was this dark specter of the past that shadowed him on his
long, lone wanderings to clutch at his throat and choke all sound
when he most fervently desired articulation? Lack of space prohibits
an e.x haustive analysis.
As a child he tried to exterminate mice in a barn by smoking them
out-with the result that the barn burned down. There is evidence
that this unfortunate experience was so deeply imbedded in his
subconscious that he was burdened with a sense of guilt all his life.
It is a fairly well established fact that the fire started as a result of
playing with a sun-glass in the barn, focusing the rays of the sun
through a window, thus setting fire to the straw. Also that J0rgen
Juul eventually saved up enough money by peddling to repay the
owner of the barn
Again, it is said that he was jilted by a woman with whom he was
passionately in love when a young boy. His older brother has told
me that the stammering was not apparent before his trip to England,
and blamed it on over-exertion, and the resultant illness there. The
real cause we shall probably never know. The soul of a man is his
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most intimate world, and the strangest-even to himself! J0rgen
Juul, himself, unquestionably looked upon his speech impediment as
a dark curse, or a punishment justly deserved.
In most settlements J0rgen Juul gradually found a certain place of
lodging while visiting other homes. Preferring to spend the night
with enlightened people, he was often a guest in parsonages.
Violent by temperament, he soon weeded out the pastors not to his
liking. Some made fun of him. Others failed to follow his interest in
Grundtvig and Otto M0ller. One infuriated him so much by nosing
out information about his financial status, that the frugal, but not
miserly, peddler actually considered suing him for libel.
But he had many good friends among the ministers. And after a
day of peddling he loved to settle down in a pastor's study with a
book on theology or history. If deeply engrossed, he might stay on
for several days, sometimes to the dismay of the minister's wife
whose house was often uncomfortably crowded with a guest such as
J0rgen Juul.
For though his wants were few, his odd behavior sometimes tried
even the most angelic patience. Once, he stormed into a house,
removed his shoes with a grunt and threw them on the floor. He
pulled off his sweaty socks and placed them on the table which was
being set. Then he asked for Dannevirke which someone else was
reading; but he simply took it with the remark, "Oh, let me see that."
When the children played noisily, disturbing his peace, he yelled at
them to be quiet. All of which infuriated the woman of the house so
much that she told the eccentric visitor to pack and go elsewhere.
Ordinarily clean in spite of his unkempt appearance, he once
found himself infested with lice. Visiting a Danish baker at the time
he told him:
"I've got company!"
"So?"
"Yes, little black ones. Ah, won't you help me get rid of them?"
Then he took off all his clothes and put them in the baker's oven.
Stark naked, J0rgen Juul hopped around clapping his hands.
"That's - that's the way to treat 'em, the little black pests!"
Sometimes he would argue a fine point in politics or religion so
fervently that he grew angry and left; but he usually regretted and
returned to apologize. Through hot-tempered he was essentially a
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pious and generous soul. While in Texas he would rise early, walk
behind the barn, and greet the sun with a grateful prayer to God, the
Giver of all Light and Life. He disliked unction or formalism in
religion, and even though he sometimes disagreed with F.L.
Grundtvig, he was deeply attached to him because he was the son of
Bishop Grundtvig. When this former Danish-American pastor died
in Denmark J0rgen Juul's eyes filled with tears and he kept
repeating:
"Is he dead? Is he dead? Is he dead?"
And he added by way of explanation:
"For - for I'll say one thing, and I'll say it right now: he was the
King's son, wasn't he!"
When a new colony was begun in Dannevang, Texas, he decided
to give up his wanderings and settle there. I quote from a letter of
November 18, 1894:
" .. .I've gotten Texas fever and intend to settle there. I shall buy 80
acres, work on the side for my M.A. and till my own land; for I am
frightfully tired of peddling, which becomes increasingly difficult
for me. So then, goodbye peddling!
"So you see, I am a hopeful bachelor, 44 years old, ditto farm
aspirant though I have not plowed three acres all my life. The little
fat one with the long pipe told me I was building castles in the air,
but if I succeed I shall have a roof over my head before reaching old
age. I'm tired and long for a home .... "
But he did not succeed.
He bought 40 acres but sold it soon because it was swampy land;
"a paradise for frogs and other pests." For a while he tried his hand
picking cotton and herding sheep. Then for a while he was night
watchman on a big ranch near Pierce, Texas. Years later, I
interviewed the owner who remembered J0rgen Juul as "a fine old
man."
Once more he bought land and tried to build a home. But he was
too restless to become rooted any place. So once again he sold the
land, this time at a good profit and took to the open road.
Before leaving Texas he made a will in which he allegedly left
$1,000 to Grand View College and $1,000 to the folk school at
Redding. The lawyer at El Campo found it difficult to understand
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J0rgen Juul's broken English. Three times he had to redraft the will.
Finally J0rgen Juul lost his patience and shouted:
"Ca- can't you understand common talk?"
"Take it easy, old man," said the lawyer. "I've got lots of paper!"
It is doubtful that this will was valid at the time of his death, for
Grand View never inherited any of Juul's money. In passing it
might be mentioned that the thrifty peddler once intimated that he
owned $9,000-a sum far below the fabulous fortune attributed to
him by public opinion.
So, at the beginning of the century J0rgen Juul took to the road
again, his peddler's box crammed with books and lace and notions.
He was past fifty and his back stooped under the heavy burden and
the long years.
He trudged from Texas through Kansas up to Nebraska; up into
the Dakotas and east to Minnesota and Wisconsin; down into
Illinois, west to Iowa, and back again. There was no apparent
planning behind his wanderings. If a preacher moved, J0rgen took
the opportunity of pleasant company and a free ride on a spring
buggy-even if he had meant to go elsewhere. He usually managed
to be present at church conventions or at folk meetings. On one such
occasion he stomped up the middle aisle of the meeting hall and
stuck out a hand of greeting to the lecturing minister with an
embarrassing but heartfelt:
"Tak for sidst!"
Year after year he trod the muddy roads of Iowa and dusty trails
of Kansas. People in lone settlements looked for him eagerly. He
was more than a peddler; he was a bearer of good news, a
confidante of lonely settlers and frustrated parsons, a symbol of the
restive, impatient spirit of the immigrant himself, and his times.
He walked long miles in search of a certain settlement and hustled
off impatiently in quest of another. He yearned for a roof over his
head and a home of his own. But he could not rest. The road
beckoned; he yearned for it, yet hated it. Some dark motive, some
evil force drove him on and on. God or the Devil? He did not know.
But the compulsion was there; the open road was there.
In 1927 he went to California by way of Texas. He arrived at
Solvang, cold and exhausted. A stranger had found him lying in a
ditch and took him to an inn. His friends were afraid his days were
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numbered. He was seventy-six. But warmth and food and
friendship revived him. Soon he asked for his pipe and tobacco and
intimated that he had come to California so that he might have
something to relate upon his return to Denmark.
One wonders how often the strange wanderer thought of the
home he had left on the little island. Following his father's death,
his older brother had taken over the farm and J0rgen Juul, though
given a sum of money, felt himself slighted and swore that he would
never set foot in Hjam0. He never did; but years later he asked his
brother's forgiveness, though the older brother insisted that "any
injustice was his fault alone."
In 1929 J0rgen Juul went west again, this time going through
Montana and Washington. Wandering along a lone prairie road he
was picked up by strangers who amused themselves at his expense.
When J0rgen Juul grew angry and threatened to have them arrested,
they forced him into a deserted shack on the prairie and locked him
up. It was daybreak before he managed to free himself.
I saw him for the last time at Solvang, California. He had spent
several days there, trading in the settlement and visiting old friends.
Now he wanted to go north as far as Washington again. But he
never got there.
Near King City he paused to hail an
approaching auto-mobile. He was
seventy-eight and the peddler's box
was heavier than ever.
In his
impatience he took a step forward.
The car swerved, but too late. The old
man was knocked unconscious and
lay still on the road he had followed
for fifty years. They brought him to
the hospital at King City. He talked
incoherently. He wanted to absolve
the driver of the car of all blame; and
The end of the road
he wanted to be buried among his
own people.
He died the next day, January 19, and he was buried by the sons of
his only brother, at Hutchinson, Minnesota.

76

1

Editor's note. Marilyn Juul Hanson relates the following story about the
"peddler" and automobiles: "My parents, Peter Juul and Martha Jensen,
were married May 3, 1915 in Hutchinson, Minnesota. Peter owned a car, not
common in Hutchinson at that time. They had planned to drive to Litchfield
(22 miles away) to Pete's brother, Jens and his wife Hetvig, for their
honeymoon. J0rgen Juul the peddler, who was Peter's uncle, decided that
he also wanted to go to Litchfield and of course he expected to ride with
Peter and Martha. When it was time to go he was ready to climb into the
front seat with Pete, but Pete said 'I don't think it would look right while we
drive out of town if my bride isn't sitting beside me,' so J0rgen yielded and
climbed into the back seat. Pete and Martha drove regally out of town with
J0rgen riding behind them. When they got a little ways out of town, J0rgen
insisted that now he could ride in the front seat which he did, and Martha
had to ride in the back seat. Apparently it wasn't easy to disagree with
Uncle J0rgen!" Marilyn Juul Hanson to the Editor, May 9, 2005.
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